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The Challenges of
School-Based Assessment in
Primary Schools in Malawi

Docks B. Jers
Malawi Institule of FEducation

In 1894, the government of Malawi, follow-
ing the first multiparty presidential elec-
tions, dsclared primary education free for
all Malawian children. The introduction of
Iree primary education (FPE) in the 1984—
1895 academic year also breught ahout
new challenges for Leachers and education
managers. Primary school enroliment rose
[rom 1.8-3.2 million pupils. This tremen-
dous increase, particularly at the lower
grades, has resulted in shortages of class-
rooms, teachers, and learning materials.
The overcrowding poscs serious problems
for teaching as well as for attempling in-
novatlve classroom assessment. It is not
unusual to have 70~100 students in a class-
room in the early primary grades.

As enrollments increased, 2 new poi-
mary curriculum was introduced. Il con-
tsined confemporary material addressing
such topics as HIV/AEDS, population and
Tamily We education, environmental edu-
cation, and gender issues. The ncw cur-
riculum, unlike the old one, which was
examination oriented and emphasized
only cognitive skills, Is cxperience cen-
tered and skills oriented. This necessitates
revisiting the current modes of classtoom
assessment. However, teachers are not yet
prepared for this.

Students Who Fall Schaol-Based
Assessmnents Are Not Promoted

During a visit to five selected trial schools
it was noted that many pupils in Standard
(Grade) 3 had repeated classes two or
threce times because they failed the
teacher-developed, end-of-year fests, In a
sample of 958 puplls (48.5% boys and
51.5% girls), 38.6% were repeaters, Of the
rcpeaters, 21.5% were boys, and 18% were
girls. The problem of repetition is a serious
one because it contributes tu overcrowd-
ing, particularly in the lower grades. Rep-
ctition is regarded as wasteful hecguse
repeaters reduce the intake capacity and
thereby prevent other children from enter-
ing school. Children who repeat become
overaged for the grade, eventually lose in-
terest, and drop out,
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Assessment in Mixed-Age Classey
Free primary education hes compounded
an old problem of within-grade age range,
which has now increased. Appropriate as.
sessments are difficull for teachers to cre-
ate when ages in a grade range from 6~17
years, The high percentage of repeaters
(failures) may be caused by teachers’ in-
ability to both teach and assess in age ap-
propriate ways. In Malawi, the officiul
school entry age is 6 yoars. If a child starts
school at age 6, the child should be 9-years
old in Grade 3. In a recent rescarch study,
Hauya, Jere, and Nyirends (1997) showed
that in mixed-age classes, pariicularly at
the infant level, age-appropriate assess-
ments of learning were difficult to echieve.
Older learners in the lower grades had a
clear advantage over young pupils.
Teachers themselves admit that they as-
sess the conlent they cover with little re-
gard for the variation in the development
stages of the children or how this variation
influences ahility, exparience, and learn.
ing opportunities. Teachers tend to attrib-
ute high failure rate to teaching large snd
mixed-age classes. They persist, however,
in applying pass—fail, end-of-year assess-
ment procedures, despite the recent gov-
ernment policy stating that there should
be no grade repatition in primary school
(e, all students should be promoted to
the next grade). School supervisors and
managers at the district level also empha-
sized the fact that teachers were not really
competent to teach mixed-age, mixed.
ability classes. The teachers have no spe-
cific strategies for ensuring effective
teaching and assessment for all learners.

Assessment and Gender

Recently, the advent of FPE has provided
more oppartunity for learning. The govern-
ment has made a deliberate effort to
cqualize opportunities for all students, ir-
respective of ethnicity, gender, and urban-
rural dichotomy. Teachers’ attitudes,
however, which are fundamental to any in.
novation, have not yct changed, Some
teachers stlll hold the view that boys per-
form belter than girls in mathematics,
Erglish, and so forth. However, our inves-
Ligation in the three trial schools showed
that the differenccs between the mean
scores of Grade 3 boys and girls in Chich.
ewa (446 boys, 486 girls), English (454
hoys; 489 girls), and mathematics (465
boys, 484 girls) were not statistically sig.
nificant (p < 0.06), But, as puplls pro-
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ceed to senior classes, teachers' percep-
tions may persist and tend to inhibit
academic progress among girls who are
perceived as less able to learn.

Summary

Malawi faces several school-based assess-
ment challenges a3  rosult of this policy
of free primary education. Without enough
teachers, huge increases in enroliment
make for large classes and constrain the
type of assessments a teacher can use.
Continued use of pass-fail promotion and
rotention policies, based on local, end-of-

year examinations, has led to large varia.

tions in the ages of children within grades.
Teachecs have not accommodated thesc
varfations, and their teaching and assess-
ments are often inappropriate for younger
children, Despite assessment data showing
no difference in the performance of boys
and girls, teachers persist in believing that
girls are less able learners. This may result
in long-term gender bias against female
students.

A lot of work lies ahead to properly
train teachers to face these chullenges,
while the government attempts to improve
the learning conditions. 1t Is hoped thal
teachers will be trained to use school-
based assessment {o improve and enhance
the quality of primary education. Qur
teacher training should show teachers how
testing can help pupils taught in large
classes to learn more effectively and how
teachers can improve their teaching, de-
spite the problems outlined above.

Notes

This article is an abridgament of 2 paper
presented at the 16th Annual Conference of the
Association for the Educational Assessment in
Africa (AEAA), Lilongwe, Malawi, August 1908,
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